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Summary 



Since 1996, officials of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have seen an 
increasing security threat in the activities of minority nationalities in its heavily Muslim 
Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR), in China’ s far northwest. The PRC has 
been the target of bombings, sabotage, and other terrorist attacks, primarily thought to 
be committed by small groups of XUAR extremists (largely Uighurs). As a result, 
Beijing has increased police actions in the region, which many human rights 
organizations and Members of Congress allege have resulted in gross and increasing 
human rights violations. In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in 
the United States, U.S. policymakers are faced with balancing these human rights 
concerns with what now appear to be common Sino-U.S. interests in combating 
fundamentalist global terrorism. 



Background 



Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region 



The Xinjiang-Uighur Autonomous 
Region is China’s northwesternmost 
territory, making up one-sixth of the 
country’s area. In addition to sharing its 
3,350-mile border with Afghanistan, it also 
borders Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Pakistan, and India, 
including the disputed territory of Kashmir. 
Uighurs (pronounced WEE-gurs), who are 
Turkic Muslims, comprise the dominant 
ethnic group in the region at 47% of the total 
population of 16.6 million. Since the 1950s, 
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the PRC has moved into the XUAR sizeable numbers of ethnic (Han) Chinese, who make 
up nearly 92% of the PRC’s total population, settling many of them into communities 
known as “Production and Construction Corps.” The percentage of ethnic Chinese in 
Xinjiang subsequently has increased from around 6% in 1949 to 38% in 1999. The XUAR 
is also home to smaller populations of Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Tatars, Uzbeks, Hui, 
Mongols, and other Turkic national minority groups. 1 

Historical interpretations of Xinjiang’s distant past 
are controversial. 2 Events of recent centuries are more 
widely documented but no less contentious. China 
established a military presence in the region in the 
eighteenth century and later named the area Xinjiang, 

“new territory.” In the nineteenth century, as China 
became a battleground for competing European interests, 

Britain supported Chinese sovereignty over Xinjiang to 
forestall Russian efforts to dominate the region. Revolts 
in Xinjiang against Chinese rule took place in the 1 860s 
and 1870s, leading to the declaration of an independent 
state. Parts of Xinjiang were briefly held by Russia until 
their return to Chinese control in the early 1880s. 

Chinese control of Xinjiang fluctuated in the first half of the twentieth century. 
Chinese warlords acknowledged the national Chinese government’s sovereignty but 
maintained control over much of Xinjiang, while local non-Chinese residents established 
brief independent republics in the 1930s and 1940s. 3 In 1949 the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) entered Xinjiang and annexed it to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
Xinjiang was designated as an autonomous region for ethnic minorities and became 
formally known as the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region in 1955. 

Current Developments 

Recent Ethnic Activities. The past decade has seen an increase in ethnic 
activities in the XUAR ranging from the more vigorous exercise of local cultural and 
religious practices, to expressions of discontent with the government, and to limited and 
at times violent efforts to establish an independent state or rebel against PRC rule. The 
PRC has been the target of bombings, sabotage, and other terrorist attacks, primarily 
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1 Guo Weimin, ed., China’s Xinjiang, Beijing: China Intercontinental Press, 1999; and Liz Sly, 
The San Diego Union-Tribune, November 11, 1999. The Hui are ethnic Chinese Muslims who 
constitute 4% of the population in Xinjiang. The Chinese government categorizes the Hui as a 
separate ethnic group from the Han Chinese. 

2 Chinese interpretations assert that Xinjiang has been a part of the Chinese empire since the 
second century BCE, while Uighur versions of history downplay Xinjiang’s contact with China. 

3 In 1933, Chiang Kai-shek’ s nationalist government crushed Muslim forces seeking to establish 
an independent “East Turkestan Republic” in the region. A second attempt at independence in 
1944 — the Hi Rebellion, supported by the Soviet Union — routed Chiang’ s military forces and 
forced him to negotiate a peace agreement. The Hi group declared the goals of the new republic 
to be freedom and democracy for the Islamic peoples and the ousting of all Chinese from 
Xinjiang. 
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thought to be committed by small groups of XUAR extremists. For years, there have been 
periodic unconfirmed reports that some Uighur activists may, in fact, be based in 
Afghanistan, receiving training from the Taliban. 4 Beijing calls many of these activists 
“separatists,” and charges them with trying to wrest the XUAR and other heavily Muslim 
areas from Chinese rule. Beijing has responded to these perceived threats by enhancing 
security measures in the XUAR. Many international organizations reporting a significant 
upsurge of human rights violations in the region allege that PRC policies in the XUAR 
unjustly target the majority of XUAR residents whose expressions of ethnicity and culture 
do not carry separatist connotations or threaten national security. 

Monitoring ethnic activities in the XUAR is complicated by conflicting descriptions 
of the region. Accounts from Uighur sources and international organizations identify 
human rights violations and unequal treatment as underlying causes of protest and turmoil 
in the region. The group Human Rights Watch notes that Communist Party officials, who 
tend to be ethnic Chinese, dominate local politics even though many top posts in the 
XUAR’s local government are held by members of minority groups. Central Asian 
specialist Dru Gladney suggests that Chinese immigration to the XUAR is a main cause 
of discontent. According to the human rights group Amnesty International, a number of 
protests, including a 1995 demonstration in Hetian (Khotan) and a 1997 demonstration 
in Yining (Ghulja), have been in response to China’s restrictions on religious activities 
and perceived discrimination against minority groups. 5 

Some ethnic movements in the XUAR are based strongly on nationalist ideas. 
Nationalist movements opposing PRC rule date back to 1949, when Uighur independence 
groups defeated by the PLA fled China and established an independence movement in 
Turkey. Activities with nationalist overtones have become more visible within the XUAR 
since the PRC began permitting greater freedom of expression in the 1980s, and in 
particular since the early 1990s, when Central Asian republics with ethnic ties to the 
XUAR’s indigenous population declared independence from the Soviet Union. 

A number of organizations outside China support these nationalist aims. The 
Turkey-based East Turkistan Information Center states that it serves as an international 
association of Uighur groups located in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Germany, 
Sweden, Australia, and the United States. According to XUAR dissidents in Turkey, a 
Uighur group in Kazakhstan was responsible for a bomb explosion on a Beijing bus in 
1997 that followed massive arrests by PRC security officials in the aftermath of 
demonstrations in Yining (Ghulja). Ties may also exist between Uighur separatist groups 
and Islamic fundamentalist organizations in both Pakistan and Afghanistan. Although the 
PRC government has identified internal separatist threats, the extent to which separatist 
movements are led by organizations within the XUAR and the immediate threat of these 
movements are unclear. According to one report in 1999 by the U.S. Central Intelligence 



4 New York Times , ’’Taliban Enlisting Eager Recruits of Many Lands,” September 28, 2001 . 

5 See Human Rights Watch, “Xinjiang, China’s Restive Northwest,” 1998; The San Diego Union- 
Tribune, November 11, 1999; and Amnesty International, “People’s Republic of China. Gross 
Violations of Human Rights in the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region,” April 1999. 




